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Digital Illustration and Litigation:
Anticipating the Implication of Digital Imaging Within
the Architectural Profession.

As the capacity of the digital medium expands so the potential for creative design
increases. Yet, while the rigid and artificial effects of traditional presentation
techniques, such as photo-montages and early solid models, provided a degree of
ambiguity regarding the final outcome of the project, the almost seductive power of
the hyper-real is beginning to narrow the gap on the licence of interpretation.
Consequentially the credibility and ethics of the image may start to come into
question if the integrity of the architecture as built fails to meet the expectations,
which the image inspired in the first place.

John Stabb
Deakin University

By addressing the potential impact of digital imagery on professional practice, the
following paper presents the results of a pilot survey of building professionals, which
addresses the quality, content and authenticity of both conventional photography
and digitally produced images used within the construction industry. Questioning the
potential impact of digital imagery on professional practice and in particular its
application by the architectural illustrator in promoting prospective projects, the
paper will outline a series of recommendations which attempt to alleviate the
apprehension activated by the results of the survey.

211

DIGITAL ILLUSTRATION AND LITIGATION:
ANTICIPATING THE IMPLICATION OF DIGITAL IMAGING WITHIN THE
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Abstract
As the capacity of the digital medium expands so the potential for creative
design increases. Yet, while the rigid and artificial effects of traditional
presentation techniques, such as photo-montages and early solid models,
provided a degree of ambiguity regarding the final outcome of the project,
the almost seductive power of the hyper-real is beginning to narrow the gap
on the licence of interpretation. Consequentially the credibility and ethics of
the image may start to come into question if the integrity of the architecture
as built fails to meet the expectations, which the image inspired in the first
place.
By addressing the potential impact of digital imagery on professional
practice, the following paper presents the results of a pilot survey of
building professionals, which addresses the quality, content and
authenticity of both conventional photography and digitally produced
images used within the construction industry. Questioning the potential
impact of digital imagery on professional practice and in particular its
application by the architectural illustrator in promoting prospective
projects, the paper will outline a series of recommendations which
attempt to alleviate the apprehension activated by the results of the
survey.
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DIGITAL ILLUSTRATION AND LITIGATION:
ANTICIPATING THE IMPLICATION OF DIGITAL IMAGING
WITHIN THE ARCHITECTURAL PROFESSION

INTRODUCTION
New presentation and architectural rendering processes relating to
computer based media and architectural photography is currently being
questioned with in the profession. In our information rich age which sees 93%
of all information in some digital formate, image integrity and authenticity is
being questioned. Evolving architectural presentation mediums develop new
subsets of changing morês and style cues that are beginning to filter through
the professions and into the public arena. Given the ease and immediacy with
which the digital photograph can be captured, processed, altered and
manipulated, not only by the professional photographer, but also by the
layperson, it is anticipated that viewer interpretation and acceptance of the
medium may also change as conventional photography gradually diminishes.
According to Alter (1990, p.45) “like athletes on steroids, enhanced
photographs may perform better, but the bottom line is that […] pictures, like
words, are proof of little”.
There is a need to understand the current landscape of shifting perceptions
within the architectural and construction management communities, regarding
conventional photography and digital imaging. Therefore the aim of this paper
is assessing the degree to which knowledge of the image-source influences
viewers’ perceptions of the image. As information transfer links all participants
in the construction process, the need for cohesive and integrated information
integrity is paramount for all parties
The paper presents the development, execution and results of a pilot survey
of recent graduates drawn from the architectural and construction
management disciplines. The survey focused on the transition from the use of
single source photographs to mixed medium images in site documentation,
and compared respondents’ perceptions of a known built environment that
had been captured by both conventional and digitally produced mediums. The
survey was conducted over a time frame of five years, 1999-2001-20031, and
attempts to take account of the rate of change that appears to be arising in
user preference between the two image mediums.
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Given the rate of technological change that is currently impacting the design professions, it is
anticipated that the results within the survey will not be an accurate reflection of the status quo at the
time of publication.

SURVEY DEVELOPMENT
The participants
The survey involved 250 participants from both the construction management
and architectural disciplines. The sample fell within an age range of 19 to 35
years, presenting a 1:3 ratio between the 18-22 and 23-35 age groups, and a
gender split of 68% males to 32% percent females.2
The breakdown of the respondents comprised 165 architectural and 85
construction management participants, with 50 architect and 25 management
respondents being surveyed in 1999 and a further 50 and 25 being surveyed
in 2001 and in 2003 with 65 architectural and 35 construction management
participants. All participants were familiar with a broad range visual media,
including CAD, internet based media and both conventional and digitally
based photographs.
The site
The principal site for the survey was the Jarvis Court at the Deakin University
waterfront campus, designed by McGlashan and Everest Associates in 1995.
While the court has defined boundaries it is not a space of distinctive style or
purpose. Located on the primary city/campus pedestrian route, site lines and
viewpoints were selected to reflect the journey through the court, which the
respondents negotiated on a daily basis.
A somewhat open space with large expanses of red brick, and transparent
terraces framed by an open arcade of post and beam red gum timbers, the
area offered a flat palate of colours, textures and balanced tonal hues. This
almost monochromatic appearance accentuated contrasts between light and
shade and facilitated the generation of a picture corpus, which lent itself to
simple manipulations of image content.
Survey design
The foundation for the survey was influenced by the investigations into
‘journalistic output’ by Kelly and Nace (1993) and Kelly and Elliott (2000).
Focusing on the transition from the use of single source photographs to mixed
medium images in site documentation, the survey comprised a questionnaire
of 19 major questions and a picture corpus of 23 images. These were
designed to compare respondents’ perceptions of the Jarvis Court that had
been captured by both conventionally and digitally produced mediums with
respect to four categories of image source:
•
•
•
•
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Conventional architectural photographs.
Digital images.
Conventional photographs altered during darkroom processing
(increase highlights, manipulation 5%).
Images that originated from conventional photographs but have been
slightly altered with digital software (manipulation 5% max).

The 18-22 age group consisted of Part 1, Part 2, and BCM full-time students, while the 23-35 age
group consisted of recent graduates who were in three-quarter full time employment and/or completing
the final elements of Part 2 or BCM programme.

The separation of the survey into two distinct stages (Part 1, concealed image
source and Part 2 disclosed image source) was designed to test and evaluate
changes which may arise in the pattern of the responses as participants were
progressively made aware of the different image sources utilised in the
preparation of the picture corpus.3
Assessment categories
Questions were developed to test for six categories of comparative
assessment between the two image sources and were distributed throughout
the survey in an irregular sequence in order to minimise survey repetition and
respondent lethargy. This included:
•
•
•
•
•
•

Impressive: The quality of the image in conveying and reinforcing the
subject matter. Often associated with a higher visual key.
Realistic: The quality of the image in conveying the experience and
reality of the subject matter.
Representative: How well the image represents a respondent’s
recollection of the architecture as built.
Informative: The legibility and readability of the image in presenting and
documenting information.
Knowledge of manipulation: If knowing that the image had been
manipulated was important to its reading.
Understanding Source: If knowledge of the source was important to the
reading of the image.

FORMAT
Respondents were to complete all questions in consecutive order and were
only shown the images that corresponded with the relevant question(s) at any
one time.
Working with ‘Scheme’ theory advanced by Wicks (1992) and Ritchie (1991),
the perception types were grouped into four classes of what have been
referred to as ‘perceptive triggers’: pragmatic, contrast, value, and
‘understanding image source’. These were devised to provide qualitative
feedback regarding the reasons which the participants gave when making
their image selection in the first set of responses.
•

Pragmatic Triggers: Expressed by the respondents when they were
influenced by a close correlation between the image(s) and the
architecture as built.

•

Contrast Triggers: Important to the respondents when they were
attempting to rationalise picture quality between the images.
Value Triggers: Issues of personal taste influencing image selection.
Understanding Image Source: Expressed when respondents felt that
knowing the foundation of the image, be it digital or conventional, was
important when indicating their image preference.

•
•
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In order to test for image quality between the two source types, technological bias between
conventional and digital processing techniques was minimised by capping all manipulations within a
5% deviation from the original proof or digital capture.

SURVEY RESULTS AND FINDINGS
Two types of graph were utilised in the presentation of the results: a simple
line graph which charts change over time and indicates the percentage
breakdown of the responses and a pie chart which attempts to explain the
perceptive triggers utilised by the participants 1999 and 2001 survey groups
to inform their decision.
After the survey had been executed, the raw data for each of the nineteen
questions was tabulated using SPSS software and presented as a sequence
of bar charts and written report sheets. The data was further refined and both
professional cohorts, along with their descriptive responses, was presented in
a sequence of liner graphs and pie charts. The following narrative is derived
from the combination of the results of the question sets and corresponds to
the six assessment categories defined in subsection 2.4. The combined
statistics presented in Summary Survey Data Charts are expressed as
percentages. When reviewing the Summary Survey Sheets we are able to
make the following observations:

Impressive (SSD1): Figures 1&3.
When asked to compare images, regardless of whether or not the source type
was hidden or disclosed, chart SSD1 Impressive, which assessed for the
quality of the image in reinforcing the subject matter, indicates a consistently
high preference of 70%+ in favour of the conventional photographic image by
both professional groups during the 1999, 2001, 2003 survey periods.
Realistic (SSD2): Fig 3.
Similar to ‘impressive’ yet less idiosyncratic, the respondents in both survey
groups, when asked to compare image quality based on conveying the most
realistic lighting of the subject matter, also expressed a preference for the
conventional image. However while approximately 50% of all respondents
favoured conventional imaging and a further 20% of architects by 2001 were
accepting of both, we also find that an increasing number of construction
managers (40% by 2001) were more discerning and had switched the balance
of their preferences to the digital output.
A balance of both contrast and pragmatic triggers were utilised by the
respondents when viewing the image sets, this indicates that directed
scanning was largely focused on comparing how well image quality and
output, with respect to tone, definition, and detail, matched existing lighting
conditions.
Representative (SSD3): Fig 4
Participant reactions regarding how well the two image types represent the
architecture as built, appear to be divided evenly between the two source
types for both construction management cohorts (47% conventional and 43%
digital in 1999, and 46% conventional and 42% digital in 2001).
The architects in 1999 displayed a similar set of preferences, but with a slight
bias in favour of the digital image (43% conventional and 46% digital). While
the bias switched towards the conventional image in 2001, inline with the

construction management preferences, the same cohort also presented a
10% reduction in preference for the digital image to 37%. This may in part be
due to an increase in the familiarity with the digital technology and hence a
more critical appreciation of the quality of its output.
As with the issue of realism (see SSD 2), ‘pragmatic’ and ‘contrast triggers’,
such as natural, and true to sight, were key indicators that respondents
appeared to scan for when informing their selection.
Informative (SSD1): Figures 1&3
When respondents were asked to make a decision between source types
based on subject matter – i.e. the readability of the image in presenting and
documenting information – we discover an almost inverse sequence of trends
to the composition qualities evident in SSD1 impressiveness. While the 1999
2001 and 2003 cohort for architecture ranged between 63% - 73% -75% in
favour of the digital image, a similar sequence of trends was cast by
construction management, which presented a range of between 57% -65% 67%. The significance of such a swing in preferences, which moves on from
the issues of realism (see SSD2) and representation (see SSD3), indicates an
increasing shift towards digital capture at the expense of conventional
imaging. In addition the shift is clearly not a static phenomena but rather a
dynamic trait which projects the uptake of the digital image exceeding 80%+
for architects and 70%+ for construction managers by 2005.
Surprisingly not unlike the high key factors influencing impressiveness
(SSD1), contrast perception triggers were the major indicators utilised by the
respondents in making their selection. However, rather than choosing richer
colours and high contrasts, they appeared to favour the image which
displayed more even tones and reduced contrast. This is an inherent byproduct of the digital technology, which tends to force tighter contrast ranges
and limited colour rendition, lifting out the detail from the shadows.
The final two categories, knowing that the image has been manipulated
(SSD5) and understanding source (SSD6) present two very similar sets of
results. These not only differ from the reactions delivered in categories 1-4,
which focused on image quality, but they also demonstrate the development
of quite divergent sets of responses between the two professional groups
during both survey periods.
Knowing that the image has been manipulated (SSD5): Figs 2&5
Knowing that the image had been manipulated was considered not to be an
important factor in image selection by a slight majority of architects in 1999
(48%-41%). However by 2001 the result expressed an inverse relationship
with a greater majority of 48%-35% considering it to be a key factor, and a
further 18% being indecisive and continues to climb in 2003
The construction managers, on the other hand moved from a position in 1999
where a significant majority of respondents 52% - 31% considered knowledge
of image manipulation to be important, to a more convergent set of
preferences in 2001 with a near even split of 44%-40% respectively.
Understanding source (SSD6): Figs 2&5
Understanding image source was considered not to be a relevant factor in
image selection by a significant majority of architects in 1999 (53%-36%).

However by 2001 the results once again indicated an inverse relationship,
with an increasing majority of respondents, 42%-33% considering image
source to be a key issue and a further 25% being hesitant in indicating a
preference. The trend continues in 2003 although without the dramatic shift as
seen between 1999 and 2001.
The construction managers, on the other hand, similar to the issue of image
manipulation, move from a position in 1999, where a significant majority of
respondents 50% - 34% considered source to be a relevant factor, to an
increasingly convergent set of preferences in 2001, with a close split of 47%40% respectively and an additional 13% being undecided.
DISCUSSION
When examining the results of both image manipulation and the relevance of
source with respect to image type, the position of the two professional groups
by 2003 were very similar, i.e. both construction managers and architects
were indicating majority preferences for both the importance of understanding
image manipulation and the relevance of the image source. However if we
project the trends indicated in (Figs 2&5) Summary Charts SSD5 and SSD6 it
would appear that understanding both source type and image manipulation
will become increasingly relevant and important to the architects, as the digital
technology further advances the design and illustration process, and less
relevant to the construction managers who are more familiar with the
immediacy of the medium in speeding up the documentation process.
When advancing through the various assessment categories and comparing
the four criteria dealing with image quality, it would appear that when creating
a more impressive image, both professional groups clearly favoured a
conventional source type. Yet when dealing with subject matter which
demanded high information content, where respondents required a
presentation format which retained a maximum of documented material, there
was a strong bias in support of the digital capture. This was conditional on the
provision that the image presented matched the respondents’ recollection of
the space.
If however as figures 2&5 charts SSD5 and SSD6 indicate that some
professional groups will become less discerning and more accepting of the
digital image as the accepted convention in the documentation of built form,
then a predicament may begin to arise, where respondents, especially relating
to images credited as source documents, fail to detect manipulations of image
content which contradict the architecture as built.
Provided key architectural detail and information had been retained, image
alteration was accepted given that the enhancement and manipulations had
been disclosed (manipulations were kept with in 5% of total visual information
and always of a secondary nature). It was also apparent with the later
respondents, that due to their increased exposure to the digital media, there
was a corresponding acceptance and confidence with the electronic output.
Hence, image ownership and the immediacy of the digital process, as
opposed to the third party practices of conventional photography, are factors
that directly enhance confidence in the transition to the digital media.
Due to the electronic transfer of information and project details via email, the
digital image is quickly becoming the work-horse of an increasing number of

practices. Provided image integrity can be maintained, as indicated in SSD 5
& 6, then collaborative opportunities for building professionals will continue to
evolve as a consequence of the ease of capture and transfer of information.
Client expectations - Delivering on the image
According to interviews undertaken with photographers, visualises and
architects involved with digital manipulation and illustration, architecture
developed within the digital medium is driven by both the graphical
representation of the built form and the ‘tools’ and ‘properties’ that facilitate the
illustration/design process. The electronic space gives tools for the design but
the tectonics is not just the documentation of new spaces, but also the
cultivation of the observer’s perception of the built space.
Interestingly the overwhelming response from these interviews was
that the image was a document and as such must hold some traceable history
of image integrity. This would not only involve issues, such as data
specifications, site progress and site discrepancies, which are often supported
with visual material. But it could also impact considerably on design images,
be they architectural graphics or computer base mixed media formates, which
present a hyper real or photo-realistic impression of a project. For example,
what happens when the images fail to live up to the reality of the finial
construction?
As in cases such as the legal proceedings that have been the recently
been initiated between a purchaser, the developer and the sales agent for a
apartment block in Melbourne. The buyer is suggesting delusiveness and
misrepresentations; that sales agent working with the developers marketing
material, illustrating an apartment development that was purchased of the
plan. He is questioning the impressions given, that the apartment represented
was larger then the apartment constructed. This case is in litigation at
present, suggests the need for some firm guide lines to be set in place for all
parties concerned.4

Benchmarking digital imaging within the Profession
While a project sold on a fictitious image is yet to be tested in a legal
environment, in order to provide a safety net for architectural practices and to
maintain a high level of communication and shared understanding during
client/architect consultation, protocols need to be established which provides a
context that protects both the gullible client and the self-absorbed architect
caught within the mystique of the digital medium.
At this preliminary stage, the following is a recommendation. This
considers the introduction of image classification in regards to the
documentation of existing infrastructure and the presentation of image
enhanced illustrations.
4

M Dunlevy and T Condon, The Australian newspaper, 18 March 2004,.

The following outlines four categories of classification be they
conventional or digital architectural photographs, which are currently being
formulated in a working paper to be presented to a Digital Imaging Reference
group RAIA.
1.
Architectural image type 1: An image, be it conventional or
digital, which has no alteration. The image has a defined parentage be that a
legal digital signature, supported file authentication, or Conventional
photographic - negative or positive – certification.
2.
Architectural image type 2:
Design presentation images of
existing built works that have been digitally enhanced to optimise output
quality such as: colour rendition, tone and contrast.
3.
Architectural image type 3:
Design presentation images of
existing built works that have been digitally manipulated to optimise
presentation quality with the editing out of redundant and extraneous
information and the possible inclusion of external graphic information which is
separate from the building fabric.
4.
Architectural image type 4: Architectural rendered images that
provide photo-realistic illustrations of contrived in-context design proposals for
presentation purposes. NB the image should be prefaced with the caption,
‘Artistic impression’, and a list of the alterations utilised in its generation.
While companies such as Kodak and Canon have recently marketed
high-end professional digital cameras that can provide authentication
signatures for determining the parentage of the image, the hardware is limited
in its application. A more efficient development of this technology would be
the inclusion of pre programmable customised certification criteria that would
provide a selection of signature categories, such as the four listed above,
which professionals could attach to an image.
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